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The Erie Canal was considered the Eighth Wonder of the World 
when it was buil t. It was a transportation route during the Industrial 
Revolution and Westward Expansion.

A canal is an arti ficial waterway that connects a smaller body of 
water inland to a larger body of water. Canals provide pathways for 
boats and ships to pass through.

The Erie Canal was an engineering marvel that connected the 
Atlantic Ocean and the Great Lakes. Construction of the Erie Canal 
lasted eight years: from July 4 , 1817, to October 26, 1825. The seven 
million dollar project connected the Atlantic Ocean with Lake Erie via 
the Hudson River in Albany, New York. The 363-mile long canal was 
fi rst used on May 17, 1821 . In 1918, the Erie Canal expanded and became 
part of the 525-mile long New York State Barge Canal.

Settlers proposed the idea of a canal in 1768. They wanted and 
needed transportation from the East Coast to the West, where they 
were settling. Meanwhile, John Fitch was granted a steamboat patent in 
1791 . Steam power was becoming quite popular. By the early 1800s, 
steamboats were used on rivers for transportation. John Fitch's 
steamboat Clermont launched on August 17, 1807. Passengers traveled 
150 miles from New York City to Albany. Now people began to 
understand the value of connecting various waterways.

By 1808, the proposal for a canal was passed. Many initially didn' t 
want the canal. However, Governor DeWitt Clinton of New York 
supported the construction, so the plan began. Sometimes the Erie 
Canal is called "Clinton's Big Ditch" or "DeWitt's Ditch."

In the beginning, building the canal was di fficul t. Fi rst, the land 
had to be cleared, including forests. It took two years to build the fi rst 
two miles of canal. Another challenge included a shortage of workers.  
Construction finally sped up when immigrants arrived from 
Ireland. The various heights of the canal waterways posed a unique



© Think Tank

challenge for the engineers. Hills and valleys prevented a consistent 
level along the canal. The solution was to build 18 spillways along with 
l ock and dam systems. A spillway controlled the flow of the water and 
all owed it to pass through ravines and rivers. Locks and dams were 
buil t to all ow the water to rise 569 feet from the Hudson River to Lake 
Erie. Today the canal has 36 locks, down from the original 83 locks. 
Another added feature was the 10-foot wide path next to the canal used 
for horses, mules, and even people pulling their boats. "Hoggees” were 
the horse drivers that would tow the boats alongside the canal.

The canal has grown through the years. It began at four feet deep 
and forty feet wide. However, it expanded between 1836 and 1862. 
Workers made the canal wider and deeper to all ow for larger boats. It 
was also enlarged again in 1903.

The Erie Canal served many purposes: 1) It helped transport 
people and goods from the Midwest to the East Coast. 2) It shortened 
travel time for immigrants moving westward from the East Coast. 3) It 
increased commerce (business and trade) in New York, which became 
the United States' commerce hub.

The Erie Canal is important in American history because:
• Transportation was faster and cheaper for farmers and 

industrialists. Carrying a ton of grain from Lake Erie to the Hudson 
River started at $100 but dropped to $15 with the new canal.

• Building the Erie Canal inspi red other canals to be buil t.
• Along the canal, new cities and ports developed.
• The Erie Canal connected the Atlantic Ocean with the area west of 

the Appalachian Mountains.
• Foreign trade increased with this brand new connection between 

inland America, the East Coast, and Europe.
• Engineering developments made this canal more than double the 

length of any canal in Europe.
John Quincy Adams was the President during this period. Building 

the Erie Canal was one of Adams' most signi ficant events of his 
presidency.



Fill  in  the  blank

Multiple  choice

How many locks does 
the canal have today?

What year was the 
original construction 
completed?

Construction sped up 
when immigrants 
arrived from where?

What year did Erie Canal 
construction begin?

Who was granted a 
steamboat patent?

What were horse drivers 
that towed the boats 
called?

True  or  false
The original Erie Canal 
was 363 miles l ong.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Fitch named his 
steamboat the 
McDermot.

A.  1732 
B.  1817
C.  1835
D.  1776

A.  DeWitt Clinton
B.  John Quincy Adams
C.  John Fitch
D.  None of the above

A.  Hoggees
B.  Dogouts
C.  Hogties
D.  Gogets

Pil grims proposed the 
idea of a canal in 1768. 
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A.  19
B.  25
C.  72
D.  36

A.  1818
B.  1825
C.  1837
D.  1842

A. Ireland
B. Scotland
C. Russia
D. Australia

It took two years to build 
the fi rst two miles of 
canal. 

Along the canal, new 
cities and ports 
developed.

The Erie Canal was 
considered the Second 
Wonder of the World. 

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

A spillway controlled the 
fl ow of the water. 

TRUE         FALSE

13 14 15Sometimes the Erie 
Canal is called “Fitch’s 
Big Ditch".

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

The canal began at four 
feet deep.


